
Some Problems of the Draft 
in Revolutionary Virginia 

By E. Kidd Lockard 

A S A COLONY, Virginia had been dependent for her 
military strength upon a militia the members of which 
furnished their own equipment and were paid only 
"'hen in service. Each county had its own officers, including 
county lieutenant appointed by the governor to regulate and 
u^. iplinc the militia. The governor was commander in chief 
of the whole and the members of his council were colonels ’ 
Consequently, when Virginia determined while yet a colony 

to aid New England, she had a basis upon which she could lav 
her foundations. y 

The transition, however, was not made without difficulty, as 

a letter of one of the delegates to the convention which met in 
July t 1775 dearly indicates. 

I r .i\c not since I enme to this place. exceDt thp & 

f flf av i • k f ■ I ■ gk y ^ ~ i v , « my own the Committee 

( f »..uh I am n member) appointed to prepare an Ordinance 

.or raising our arm d Force for the Defence & protection of this 

Colony, meet every morning at seven o’clock, sit ’til the 

1 r,ver ;* J0n rnc * ts ; which seldom rises before five in the after- 

b 4 immediately after Dinner & a little Refreshment, the 

; »K‘? ln til nine or ten at night; this is hard 

D.i./ i yet wc have hitherto made but little progress: & I 

L'Li /.i n0t .^ ab, e to bring in the Ordinance ’til late next 
* . r * " t' o this will not be wondered at. when the Extent 
* ~ : nance of the Business before us is reflected on—to 
■ i ' For -« for immediate Service—to new model the whole 
- t, render about one fifth of it fit for the Field at the 
[ r * * r :ng- to melt down all the Volunteers & inde- 
py r t C -ip4nlej into this great establishment—to provide 
y - • ur.ition 6c, and to point out ways 4 means of 
»*-**•! money These are Dtmcuftya indeed 1* 

' t’h arrangements were completed and the conven- 
** * ^bortiwj the raising of tome twelve hundred regulars 
1 the run eatery officers. They were placed under 

* t •’*.'./«! of th* (fimiialltev of aafety. Aj a means of further 

t"** rxs ft-r* Vlr**m* (CteWMa 
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usual govern™*"*— « — ^crnpied. Th« 7 °ut 
nu-n thus authorized totaled 8,180. It was intended 
public should provide the necessary arms, but until such “* 
Lured the men were ordered to furnish their own -£' re 
remuneration of one shilling and four pence a day was pavi? 
on lv upon attendance at the rendezvous or durin/ „ , 
service The same act provided that when the new batfco- 
were filled, the volunteer groups, which had been raised v!* 
the convention meeUng in March, should be abandoned ’ 

The enthusiasm for the Revolution was so prevalent duii« 
1775 and 1776 in Virginia, especially in the West, that itwal 
not necessary to draft men for the Continental service. j e ft er 
son regarded this as being of particular importance in as muc h 
as the draft was “the most unpopular and impracticable thin 
that could be attempted. Our people,” he wrote, “even under 
the monarchical government, had learnt to consider it as the 
last of all oppressions.” 4 

In order to postpone what under the circumstances was 
the inevitable, the assembly attempted to raise recruits through 
bounties Tne idea of a land bounty was suggested by an act 
of the Continental Congress in 1776 giving land ranging from 
or.- hundred acres for privates to five hundred for colonels. 

?tou with her vaat unappropriated area in the West could 
w ; fc i<? at m ade grants to the officers and 

. , t . * tr nnt * Continental contingents on the 

nt<rr pr ■ nash« ‘^ )n * ress '* conditions became 

po«w « n J£®* a,ed the amounts. 4 In 1780 the assembly 

»ho should enroll K« a° r ecru it who had enrolled or 

s 1 ’hy touo4 * or duration of the war 

c? * “wy pXttsr *!r ot ,cn * nd thirtr 

j ^ in Ittu Overcof Ui ^ or ** ver * *t the option of the 
■m -m ^ f° r * °r procured by equal 





jjarmnnrnt on property; and moreover be entitled to three 
hundred acres of land, in lieu of all such bounties given by 
any former laws.”' Two years later an act authorized an 
increase of a sixth in the amount of one’s land for each year’s 
service beyond six.* In the meanwhile, the amount received 
by the officers had been increased to a maximum of 15,000 
acres for major generals serving under six years.’ 

As a further means of encouragement, money bounties 
were offered. Like the land bounties, they increased in amount 
as the struggle progressed. In the beginning, each soldier 
agreeing to serve for three years unless sooner discharged was 
entitled to $20.'° After a while the bounty was increased to 
$130 for each person recruited for the duration of the war, but 
only $100 for those engaging themselves for three years." This 
practice was not unusual in the distribution of bounties as the 
officials were desirous of obtaining stable fighting forces. The 
amount was increased from time to time' 2 until a law in 1780 
provided $12,000 bounty for service rendered for the duration 
the war and $8,000 for three years’ enlistment. In order to 
raise this amount, the assembly levied a special two per cent tax 
>n all property taxed in specie though the levy itself might be 
pa: i in produce, such as tobacco and hemp at fixed ratios.' 3 The 
following year in a desDerate attempt to raise 3000 men a bounty 
of $10,000 was offered for two years’ service.' 4 

These amounts, however, do not indicate such drastic 
advances as would appear from their face value for they were 
given in paper money. In terms of purchasing power, the 
. ney bo g:,t little. Thus the Virginia Gazette, a four-paged 
nnrspa per appearing weekly, increased its subscription price 
to $50 yearly In 1779 and shortly thereafter charged $20 for 
adverting in its columns for the first week and $15 for 
lubtrqumi insertions." The process of depreciation continued 
».th gur h alacrity that when the act of the May Convention of 

1 4 ard thr scale was one unit of gold or silver for one 
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h „„Hr»d fifty P*P«J but be,ore th ' end ot the year .. 

ono for « thousand. « 

The assembly offered other inducements i n the t 

freedom from payment of personal taxes a of 

V.lirits if procurable, hospitalization, freedom’from *h m 
it ore secured the enlistment of a substitute for the dn^ 
of the war or delivered a deserter, support of dependon! 1 * 011 

_/ a soldier’s death, and retirement at full pay . * 

disablement.'* In the end, however, it became « the 

at 1 aaIt ♦niirnr/l 4 U#% Ji 


flit of • w -— — ***** my j n 

event of disablement.'' In the end, however, it became n h * 

wry to face the facts and look toward the draft as the ulti 

means of salvation. “®att 


sary- 

means of salvation. 

An act of the assembly which met in May 1777 provide 
a draft if the necessary recruits were not forthcoming vf 
August The militia were divided into as many lots as th 
were soldiers wanting to supply the quota. If any division 
refused to furnish a man, the officers were authorized to selw*t 
one who in their opinion could be best spared and who would 
be most serviceable.'* The system, nevertheless, was not fullv 
developed until the fall meeting of the assembly. At that time 
it was determined that only single men above eighteen years 
of age wore eligible for the draft All unmarried men of ao- 
proprme age were to meet for inspection and those physical]? 
handicapped dismissed. For those remaining, the word “serv- 

7 nUen °" as many distinct pieces of paper as the 

I 10 b 7" S , ed and thc S “P S were put into a 

maoy othr- pieces Of " 0rd ° C3r Was Iikewise written on as 

“ * herc were eligible men present 

th. ! nd then each man drew a paper from 

on th. roll , * ° Ud cilher “*«vice" or “clear* 

mZ? 1 " 7 name At the time this pro- 

*7 r 3SS is; 


»# 
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levying of Continental troops. Many appeared at the court¬ 
house in arms and others came as their abettors where they 
“did by Force and Threats obstruct the Execution of the Law, 
disturbe the Peace of this Commonwealth, and murder, wound 
or annoy many of the good People thereof. . . The uprising 
was subdued on the second day by volunteers most of whom 
were officers. A court-martial was held to deal with the of¬ 
fenders. Some were sent to the army to serve as common 
soldiers for the duration of the war and others for eighteen 
months. A few escaped to the British army by boarding 
vessels which lay in the bay . 30 

During the same fall the militia of Lancaster County 
assembled as a mob on the day appointed for the draft. They 
disarmed the officers as they came to the field and took from 
the county lieutenant the papers relative to the draft, thus 
making it impossible to carry it out. A court-martial was held 
and many were condemned, but the lieutenant was able to 
capture only a few of the offenders. 31 

The assembly tried to check the violence by authorizing 
courts-martial to sentence those inciting opposition against the 
drafts. 33 It went a step further to declare that such people 
would be regarded as civilly dead and their property divided 
among their heirs. 33 Unable to cope with the situation, the 
assembly become more conciliatory. It at length passed a joint 
resolution permitting the governor to settle disturbances as 
he thought best, by pardon or otherwise. 34 

In the meanwhile it was becoming increasingly difficult to 
carry out the draft acts. 35 The attitude as set forth by the 
co! . - ’ of Montgomery County was probably representative 
of that of Western Virginia as a whole. 

I rn very apprehensive that the number of men demanded 
OB this occasion cannot be raised. It is the general opinion of 
the Officer* a« well a% my own opinion, that nearly one half 
ol >ur *n militia arc disaffected, & therefore cannot be drawn 

Mi' 'crvfce either by threats or otherwise; St should they 
pur . ->od according to Law. they would either withdraw 

I tri t.;n * C* atlnt to Governor Jefferson, February. 1781. Palmer. Calendar, 

<*’ * T*U*r to Governor JrfT«r»un, December 8, 1780, Ibid , 394. 

*** 111 *»*«»*ee. X. 04. 
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— ^ •• U‘ «. OOT Jeffere-m. Merrh tl. I19l| tb»d . I. MO; Cel 

J r 1 u t*. Jen Mery 17. 1791. Ibid. 440; l*eUc \V**ener 












~..ntnins or cmouay auu uiMuro the 
to the m £Sj! consideration has prevented the <£>urt*‘he 

from'ptittln* lhe Law cxecut “ >n a * ,inst them.t?" Mart Ul 

Hampshire County was the scene of some of the most bit, 
opposition. The people in the county disliked the 
, ,„lying the army with clothes and wagons as well as i 
general drafts law. The collector of one of the dh“ > 
for making up clothes and beef was Interrupted in the eseeu 
Uon of his office.” A certain John Clay pole declared that a n 
of his mind opposing the collection should turn out. Thereupon 
he collected a few men and drank George Ill’s health and 
“Damnation to Congress.” A warrant was issued for several 
of the men and the sheriff took a guard of fifty to the meeting 
place where in the meanwhile sixty or seventy armed men 
had gathered. After a time, the disaffected capitulated. Those 
responsible for the opposition asked the county officer for 
forgiveness and admitted that their conduct had not been 
discreet. They attributed their actions to the liquor. They 
declared through their spokesman that they were willing to 
pay the tax on beef and clothing and “likewise to be Complyable 
to the Laws of the State, as far as our Ability will allow.” 57 

Not long thereafter the militia of the county were repulsed 
from a mill held by the insurgents. John Claypole was again 
the leader of the discontented. His group reputedly numbering 

twTk™ threatened t0 km m en, women and children so 
r^arbv room' "f 653 ^ for the to request aid from a 

zinreir TheT t u , prising ” severai ° f the 

nor for leniencv Th ’ lea ders later petitioned the gover- 

section of the state wh P ° mted out that the y lived in a remote 

where they were n J Ws cou ld not easily be obtained and 

thus been deluded inffiVl l ° Bntish Propaganda. They had 
of overthrowing the " Up arms n °t with the intention 

with th e sole J . vei ' nmG nt nor harming any individual, 
property. At length the h; ^ otcct ing their own liberty and 
triM I ,irflonod for “the m CUod ’ deluding the ring leaders, 

‘nfatuation" __ Ule same _ b __ 
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According to an official In Accomack County, “Anarchy, 
Confusion & disorder reigns triumphant amongst us.” Hearing 
that a group of men had successfully opposed the draft in 
Northampton County, a number of Accomack citizens resolved 
to follow the example. On the day appointed for the draft 
almost two hundred men with clubs assembled at the court¬ 
house to oppose it. The county lieutenant tried unsuccessfully 
to appease the mutineers with “soothing and powerful argu¬ 
ments." One of the men snatched the drafting papers from 
the table while the others cheered. Consequently, the recruit¬ 
ing officers discontinued their attempts for the time being. 

Two days later when a second effort was made practically 
the same obstructionists appeared “armed with clubs, swords, 
guns and pistols, and took possession of the Court house, at 
the door of which they placed a centinel with his musket.” 
They unanimously declared their intention of opposing the draft 
at the hazard of their lives. The clerk took the names of twenty 
of the insurrectionists, but this did not intimidate them. Their 
persistence made it impossible to carry out the law. A court- 
martial was subsequently held and those most involved were 
made soldiers for the duration of the war. A mild policy was 
adopted because the county was detached from state aid, 
neighboring Maryland would not give assistance, and the 
magazines were almost exhausted. 30 

Papers were seized in other counties. One exasperated 
officer went so far as to suggest hanging a few of the offenders 
for examples to the rest”. 3 ' In some cases detachments could 
not be marched off because there were no officers to form a 
court-martial to force them to go. 35 In one instance the men 
refused to join the army because there was not a sufficient 
am unt of money at the time to pay their bounties. 33 Some 
counties reported their eagerness to send recruits but were 
lodo .i) because there was a lack of available men. 3 One 


•'•"•*4 Arburfcl*. Chari** Harwell, and D. Bouman to Gov. Jefferson, April 
I I. Im-I. M-ltm; CS.I Corbin to Jefferson, April 23. 1781, Ibid, 134-130; 
nr .4 Onjrl-Mar tlal, /bid. 4IM 497. 

‘ M »)W Thaa Paaay to Col Wm Davie., Majr 18. 1781, Ibid . 107. 

' rlM WaiM U, O .V Nation, July 33. 1731, Ibid., 247; Col. D. Fisher to 
"***•• II. INI Ibid. 239. 

r* - * *of (ha Taa to tha Emecutlva, March 39, 1781. Ibid., I, 
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colonel He continued; — w 0u i d ^ 

“singularly OPP ^ & rendi iv would we spare the m if 

Hnppy but as the Legislature expected. There i s s ca ° r Ur 
situation we r « D u» t but onC e a month seems upon th« rce 
one f ’ 1 -' 1 ” 1 or want of men to defend it-Such 
of breaking »r w Horses to remove their effects L S 88 

S '" 1 m0, J r Lincoln One hall of the remainder are unfe' 
rrtreated to LJn n0 tax Commissioner in the Con„! c 

to Renio'e. W tax . All which circumstances plea^r 

& almost nothj S u( f. ciently for the Militia at pres ent. When 1 
hope m /Circumstances will admit of it the people will £ 
C V'IrS enSt voluntarily in the Continental Army, f 0r ^ 
Sniis they possess for war, as well as the greatness of the 

Bounty. 3 * 

The reluctance of the Virginians to respond to the needs 0 f 
the government in the later phases of the Revolution can by no 
means be attributed to indifference alone. 36 It is true that there 
were a large number of Loyalists in Virginia but there were 
pressing factors that caused men who were by choice patriots 
to resist enlistment, especially for a long period of time. The 
Western section had a particular grievance in her fear of the 
Indians who from time to time committed depredations. 37 One 
can readily appreciate the hesitancy of a man to enlist in an 
army that would take him outside his county, when he knew 
that his own family might be imperiled by the tomahawk during 
his absence. 

Closely related to the Indian menace but more widespread 
was the natural desire of the men to provide food for their 
fancies. It was difficult to get recruits during the spring 
■j in:.:.- and the midsummer harvesting seasons. Districts 
inat wculd normally fill their quota were frequently delinquent 

. "r*‘ ons ®quently, there were numerous requests 

, ,. or re ^ e * from military duties. Some of these 

' cut v. th tv,» llle staternen t that the men would 
n«t- ir y work 1 ^ allacrity” so soon as the 

kw* itrung enough 1 ? completed. In many cases the only 

r '■ - r • f^rriod* win .i*' ' mcn ^ r om their work at the 
“■=5. ll >r««twing enemy.- 

. U r irrr . J 3 

rr:~ * n»<d. a 
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Tl,n dnUhlto clrcu.nul.ncfl. of thn .rmy m Ih. war dr.ggod 

„„ played tlielr purl ..larrtog olhon. from rnll.tlng. The 

|nfldr(|tim'y of rlaUiln* W.., frequcnlly reported: "Many 

h nvr no. a rrmnnnt of clothing larger lh.n a good .. 

covrr their nukoilni ii, .ml „ nnmbor th<M d lt 

opan olhon for • part at a blanket to .hr I tor then, at night 
Iron, cold. A recording to one offleor bln men were "id I 

“ n,lkcd “ W|M '" lh V wore born.’- Other ,I, tool.i„ were 

••In a very ranged condition, ionic of them oltnoat red need In 
a at.tr nf n.turr t falling .lek far want of clo.lha .tdllrlrnt In 

nn ^'' rn ' Wl '"“ l ° n du *5- '» the night nr In wet 
we.dlirr Not only tin- men lint nlno the other, aulforod 
a» 1b evident from u pitiable request. 

Wh#n «I man la «!«*• tituLr* of money, cl oaths and friend*: lie 

I ee or y nfT r 2,'lH*! 1 " bJ °w l " f P 11 * whether UiIh mi.y be my 

| m.. v',l ,,u l ,! '7 o 1 r" 1" Jljd « W ' W, "' n 1 l,,)l VOW that 

I urn r iJy of Dm- two former, and If I Hon't n, 1( i 

' ir ' w a It!' ' nh Z ,,,ll ' , y < h,, ' kl "fi 0/ the whole My flour 

(• ,'■• ' VI' , y " , l " Uw ' v ' r,i ,lul y 1 rrf«nnM III 

,l. . !n. y ""f m,iy W , 011 k . ,, ? w '• thiil I l.ove ..ever 

H Ti i , f ' i u: t" f C #y . *l ncB 1 boBn 1,1 wrvlee: * when 

l. . me V/ “' : '|-r "l “n 1 Ti U l1 l ' rt ,,oll,ln « ''"l <• whirl h n 

/if of r.ho*. I he doslhlng I brought from home la now wort. 

* •;* ‘’t' 1 ': . n, y naktdno**, atifl on you tiro the 

re or t v a O Ll*’*" !"*> *» l, '* ‘ <’•••. I molt hllllillly 

Think pSjpSS"'"•-o' order tnr iUf;h necessarys, a* you 

!n some cases the men had to return home In order to be 

* Uj,> " '* ' Mll « • w ‘ ' ■ " "•'I-. ‘I lb..i they rerun* -I fn rlour*hn 

berauso they wi re (inhumed ns well as unable to travel during 
the ’Vinter r.caeon. Even when clothing was to lx? had lt was 
fr^.irnily distributed In o most unfortunate manner: “A good 
p ..r Of Sum Icings 1* given to a naked soldier to day; he has no 
,h " r *nd wears them out by the next week, and In a forth- 
n ' ' w. r/l j, when bin .Stockings are gone he gets bin shoes. 
f)r 1 ' r > } * bieerhea blit no lining to them; and a coat 

'* ■ f**>rnonablc hat, but has no shirt, or If he ban he In without 

- *-Nii 


.’•o’ only were the troope harassed In the lanl years of the 
h • <•!>•* of clothing but also ut times by a scarcity of food 

» ... «d> IlSe. i* Jtnutry n, list, IIM, I. ««1 4S1 

• liT U+wi u, r»bM4«rr 99. lf«|. |M,| IM, 

#./ . T ' • 4-*>m Ut 0 ««. mfh»i is, list, Ibl 4 , ||, «t| 

'islTElUfr 1 D#rt * > ' i - , » • •' ' m 
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« Available was inferior in quality. Be e f ^ 

Wh<, ‘ " on occasions it was little better than carrion ® 1 ***** 
facilities were meager. Thus, a hospital 0 f 
“ST-T-entlreiy destitute of every artiefe, 

SuS of Kice. that can render them nonportable, or h * 

£1 recovery."" The necessary fighting equipment w», ^ 

frequently deficient or entirely lacking. Even on the appj?*? 

Of Cornwallis in the spring of 1781 some of the militia tj 1 
r__j Ue.ri tn hp sent home because they had no 47 


If one adds to these grievances the general disaffection 
the country, a frequent lack of pay/ a and the fear of smallpox* 
he will strike at the heart of one of the perplexing pro £[ e ’ 
facing the military and civil officials of Virginia—the prevalen^ 
of desertion. Legislative attempts were made to check °t 
rewards were offered for surrendering deserters, penalties W e 
levied for concealing them, and pardons were offered for ** 
render and reenlistment but all to no purpose. Desertion 
tinued unabated. In some instances a draft produced 0 °°' 
third soldiers and two-thirds deserters. ^ 


. .any of the factors deterring enlistment were only at 
centuated by drafting into service. As drafting thus became 
handmaiden to desertion, so desertion became an ally of th 

2SZ °T ing d f af “ ng - Draft ”S »d the consequen o, 

>ne dcar “ dications that 311 ™ ** wi 




